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The Compassion of Consequences

The story is told that one time a man approached Rav Avraham Yitzchak Kook (Latvia/Jerusalem 1865-1935), of blessed
memory, and told him that he didn’t believe in G-d. Deeply troubled, the man told Rav Kook that he could not possibly
believe in an “angry and punitive G-d” who pledges severe retribution for sinners. Without missing a beat, Rav Kook replied
that he did not believe in such a deity either. Rather, he believed in the One and only G-d, whose sole motivation and
desire is love. Hashem is the ultimate giver and the ultimate representative of love. All of creation and is an act of and
result of G-d’s love. When the man would be able to understand G-d in this light, he would then be able to become a
believer as well.

In light of this story, it is difficult to come to terms with the paragraphs of retribution that appear in this week’s parasha, as
well as those that are found subsequently in the book of Devarim. This difficulty has bothered me for many years. If
Hashem forged a special bond with the Jewish people and, within that bond, expresses a deep love for us, how could
Hashem declare such severe consequences for those who do not keep the Torah’s commandments? Certainly we cannot
maintain that Hashem only loves those who follow the commandments. The great Torah scholar and Kabbalist, Rav Moshe
Cordevero (Tzfat, 1522-1570), of blessed memory, explained in his book Tomer Devorah that Hashem has infinite love for
every person. This love is expressed constantly, as is seen from the fact that Hashem gives a person life and vitality to exist
even at the moment when he sins! How, then, can we understand the stark contrast between Hashem’s love for us and the
punishments that appear in the Torah?

There are two approaches that | have found helpful in dealing with this question. The first is that we must understand that
Hashem created a universe that is governed by rules. There are physical rules and spiritual rules. For example, if we study
physics we will observe that according to the rule of gravity, objects that are released from a distance off the ground will be
pulled downward toward the ground. Another example is the law of inertia, in which objects at rest will remain in rest
unless acted upon by an outside force. Similarly, there are spiritual rules that govern the universe. The consequences that
appear in Parashat Bechukotai are a fusion of the physical and spiritual. Just like the natural result of putting one’s hand in
a fire is that he will get burned and the natural result of ingesting harmful substances is harm to the body, the natural result
of ignoring or violating the mitzvot is that nature will turn on the people and their enemies will overtake them, thus causing
their lives to be miserable.

Seen in this light, it is not G-d who directly causes the consequence to take effect, but rather the people themselves who
are the masters of their own destiny. Since the laws of nature were established in a way that the environment of the
people would react to their actions, it would be cruel not to inform us of the consequences of our actions! After all, one
cannot avoid the consequence if he is unaware of the power of his actions. With this understanding it would seem that the




Torah’s recording of the immense consequences that occur to those who violate its commandments is analogous on some
level to the warning that appears on a box of cigarettes. People who smoke put themselves at risk for terrible health
problems and people who violate the mitzvot put themselves at risk for negative results as well. Before | move on to the
next suggestion, | would like to stress that, although our actions directly cause a reaction (whether physical or spiritual),
one should not assume that a person who is suffering is experiencing his or her pain due to sin. Although sin can certainly
cause one’s troubles to occur, it is not the only cause of difficulty in this world and, therefore, one should never judge the
suffering of another to be the result of sin. While one may view his own suffering as a result of his sins and use his
difficulties as a motivation to improve his behavior, he should not tell others that their suffering must be the result of
wrong deeds. Only G-d knows the ultimate reason for the pain and difficulty that people experience.

Rabbi Jonathon Sacks offers another suggestion to help us understand the Torah’s harsh warning. Social morality and a
community’s ability to properly coexist depends, to a certain extent, on the degree to which the society respects morality
and rules. Without this respect for the rules, rules get broken and the weakest members of society are taken advantage of.
Citing researcher Ara Norenzayan, Rabbi Sacks writes that “the more people believe that G-d punishes wrongdoers, the less
likely they are to cheat their fellow human beings when no one else is looking.” Furthermore, Rabbi Sacks writes “So in a
strange way, belief in curses creates blessings. It gives people the strongest possible motive for self-restraint, creates law-
abiding citizens, promotes, trust in society, and secures order while minimizing external constraints on freedom.” It has
been said that the difference between a bad parent and a good parent is whether or not there is accountability for their
child’s actions. A bad parent doesn’t monitor his or her children’s moral decisions and certainly doesn’t hold the child
accountable. A good parent lovingly establishes rules and consequences in order to help his or her child grow up to
become a good mannered, responsible, and moral person. Similarly, as difficult as it is for Hashem to create such strong
measures to inhibit destructive behavior, it is nevertheless necessary in order to for all members of society to abstain from
wrongful behavior and to do what is right.
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